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Cape Barren geese make a comeback

By A. B. Morrison,Technician, Poultry
Branch

In 1977, the Department of Fisheries
and Wildlife, on behalf of the
Western Australian Wildlife
Authority, requested the Department
of Agriculture to undertake a study
of the Cape Barren goose. It was
launched in the same year.
The aim of the study is to determine
the domestic potential of the species,
by investigating such aspects as
nutrition, reproductive potential and
sensitivity to disease when the birds
are kept in captivity. It also may be
valuable to have captive populations
of these birds in case disaster should
befall the species in the wild. Poultry
research workers hope that by
studying their behaviour and
requirements a management
programme can be established to
enable these birds to breed freely in
captivity with a minimum of expense
and trouble.
This report provides background
information about the species.
The Cape Barren goose, Cereopsis
novaehollandiae, is a unique genus of
water fowl. It is one of the world's
rarest geese.
It is distributed in colonies on islands

spread over 3,000 kilometres of the
Southern coast of Australia, ranging
from the Furneaux Group in Bass
Strait to the Recherche Archipelago
in Western Australia.
The geese were first discovered on the
many islands off the Victorian coast
in 1797. During the period 1797 to
1847, the species nearly became
extinct. Due to the thriving seal
industry many of the islands were
inhabited by sealers who
unfortunately destroyed both birds
and their eggs.
When the sealing industry eventually
closed in about 1820, a permanent
human population continued to
exploit the birds and their eggs for
food, resulting in near extinction of
the species by 1847. Since that time
the situation has improved due to the

• The Cape Barren goose ... a splendid native
bird. Could it have commercial prospects?

reduction in human population of the
smaller islands and the protection
given to the geese through
conservation measures, policed by
controlling authorities.
The islands comprising the Furneaux
Group in Bass Strait are regarded as
the main breeding grounds for the
Cape Barren goose. There are two
large islands, Flinders and Cape
Barren, surrounded by many smaller
islands where the birds can breed
safely.
Between 1957 and 1960 the number
of birds counted on these islands fell
from 1,500 to fewer than 1,000.
When hunting of the birds was
prohibited in 1960 the number
counted rose to 2,500 in 1964 and has
held steady at about this figure.
The species' future may be secure on
these islands with controlled
protection, but this may not be the
case on smaller islands and for less
populated breeding grounds along
the southern coastline. The 1964
survey indicated that about 6,000
birds remained on all the islands they
inhabited. However, more recent
counts by the various National Parks
and Wildlife services indicated that
this number may have increased.
Cape Barren geese are very attractive
birds. They vary in size, with some
males weighing up to seven kilograms
at maturity. The female is generally
smaller. Mature birds may have a
wing span of up to 1.5 metres. The
general colour is ash grey, but the
head is paler, with a white crown.
The tips of the wing feathers and all
tail feathers are black with the longer
wing feathers having an oval spot.
The eyes are hazel brown, the legs are
pink and the feet black (the black
extending up the legs to a variable
degree). The bill also is black with a
very distinctive lime green cere
covering much of the bill.
The female has a low-pitched grunt.
However the males, in addition to
their grunt, have a fairly highpitched, rapid multisyllabic honk or
trumpet. On the ground the birds are
usually quiet, except when alarmed
or displaying, but in flight they are
very vocal.
The habitat of the Cape Barren goose
is mainly beaches, rocky prominences
and grassed areas on small islands,
107

whereas on the larger islands and
occasionally on the mainland they
can be found on the edges of lagoons
and on grassy plains. They seldom
venture into scrubland except for
breeding.
Being a grazing bird they are found
mostly on land and rarely enter the
water. These birds are very wary and
alert. When approached, they walk
away with heads erect. A lumbering
run is needed before they take to the
air. They are also very strong flyers.
Cape Barren geese are found in pairs
and probably mate for life. Although
they are generally pugnacious and
intolerant of others, courtship and
fighting become more wide-spread
and incessant with the approach of
the breeding season. Once pairs
occupy their breeding territories, they
vigorously defend them.
The breeding season may extend
from May to as late as December
depending on seasonal conditions.
The birds are usually two to three
years of age before breeding starts.
The male assists with the nest
building and will fiercely defend the
territory while the female is
brooding. The eggs hatch in 35 to 40
days. When the young leave the nest
they are looked after by both birds.
The number of eggs laid may vary
from one to seven but four or five
eggs is the most common number.
Between May and November 1978,
the Poultry Research Station at
Woodlands received thirty-eight
young geese. They came from
Tasmania (12), South Australia (12),
and Esperance ( 14). Since then they
have been kept in 'source of origin'
groups.
Last year they paired off naturally,
and reared a small number of young.
This year their breeding activities
show promise of much better results
as the adults become more mature.
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